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Abstract
In order to investigate the influence of topic selection method on students’
writing, a ten-minute timed writing activity was introduced in two
Japanese university compulsory English courses. Using a counter-balanced
repeated-measure quasi-experimental design, the lexical variation of the
students’ writing was measured by a type/token formula originally
proposed by Carroll (1967). The statistical test showed that lexical
variation of students’ writing was significantly greater when they wrote on
self-selected topics than on teacher-selected topics. Also the pre- and post-
questionnaires revealed positive effects of this type of activity as it gave
them the chance to practice the perceived rare task of producing English
text with temporal limits, and helped make the students aware of their
current ability.
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Introduction
Writing in foreign language classrooms has traditionally focused on accuracy in
writing tasks, limiting the learners’ awareness of and opportunities to develop other
components in writing, such as fluency and complexity (Bonzo, 2008). With the
increasing recognition of L2 learners’ potential to develop writing skills through
other means than grammar-translation or essay writing, the focus has veered away
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from strictly form-focused writing to also include content-focused and process-
focused writing (Casanave, 2004). As a result, a variety of writing tasks and
activities have been introduced into L2 curricula, such as brain mapping, journal
writing, free-writing or timed-writing with the goal of improving learners’ writing
proficiency. This shift has introduced a wide body of research in various areas of L2
writing, including the effects of task type, task complexity, and topic assignment on
learners’ development in writing (Bonzo, 2008; Baba & Nitta, 2010; Fellner &
Apple, 2006; Ong & Zhang, 2010). Although much of the research has addressed
itself to the context of English as a second language (ESL), a growing body of
research has emerged from the field of English as a foreign language (EFL)
(Clements, 2010, 2011). However, teachers still face the challenge of effectively
helping learners develop fluency, accuracy and complexity in writing and must deal
with the confusion of competing approaches (Casanave, 2004).
This study focuses on one area of development, lexical variation, under the
controlled variable of topic assignment in a timed-writing task with Japanese
learners of English. The study’s design was modeled on Bonzo’s (2008) study of
the effects of topic selection method on fluency and complexity in writing with
learners of German. The study showed that self-selected topics, as opposed to
teacher-selected topics, had a significant effect on the participants’ fluency, but not
on syntactic complexity, although a positive correlation was found between
grammatical complexity and the amount of text written. While the study does
highlight the benefits of self-selected topics in increasing fluency, measures used in
the analysis of writing samples seemed to have some overlap. For instance, the
measure used for fluency, referred as the fluency measure index, has also been used
as a measure for lexical variation (Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki & Kim, 1998; Ong &
Zhang, 2010), and the measure used for lexical complexity involved some aspects of
accuracy in the learners’ writing. As Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaki and Kim (1998) point
out, speed, coherency and complexity have all been used in describing oral fluency.
In writing, these criteria may be rendered as the ability of a writer to ‘produce
written language rapidly, coherently, appropriately, and creatively’ (p. 13). This
description of fluency is problematic as it includes measures of complexity and
accuracy. Following this argument, the researchers of the present study agree that
fluency should be limited to a measure of rate and length of lexical items produced
in a limited time. Thus, the use of the type/token ratio was used as a measure of
lexical variation in this study.
Research in Topic Selection and Timed-writing
Very little research has looked at the effects of topic selection on students’
writing or timed-writing tasks (also referred to as free-writing), particularly in an
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EFL setting. Most research conducted in this vein has looked at the effects of
varying task type and task complexity on the participants’ written product, writing
organization, process or use of strategies (Baba & Nitta, 2010; Ong & Zhang,
2010). In one study, Ong and Zhang (2010) analyzed Chinese EFL students’ writing
for fluency and lexical complexity according to varying task complexity in terms of
the amount of information given about the topic, pre-tasks and planning time, and
draft availability. It was found that in the free-writing condition (no pre-task, no
planning), participants had greater fluency (measured by the mean number of words
per minute) and lexical complexity (measured by a type/token ratio). These results
are contrary to studies investigating similar task complexity in oral production. Ong
and Zhang explain that participants were prompted to write without planning; thus,
participants did not engage in intentional planning, reducing cognitive demands and
activating lexical retrieval more quickly.
Moreover, lexical complexity also increased when more information was given
about the topic than when participants received the writing prompt only. Although
the conditions in the study are conceptually different from the present study, the
common factor of topic familiarity may have an influence on learners’ schema
activation. When self-selecting a topic, generally learners will choose a topic of
interest easing the cognitive load of schema and lexical retrieval. Similarly, by
giving additional information about a topic in a writing task, teachers can help
learners reduce the burden of retrieving schema. Ong and Zhang conclude that the
free-writing condition has ‘a good potential of enhancing fluency or promoting
content generation in written text production’ (p.229).
Purpose of Study
The study’s main goal was to better understand the influence of topic selection
method on students writing. The studies in the previous sections highlight the
benefits of timed-writing tasks in relation to topic assignment as a classroom
activity. However, none of them present the learners’ reactions or motivation to
participant in this type of task. Thus, researchers were also interested in gaining
insight into students’ perceived value of performing timed-writing in a classroom
context.
Research Questions
1. Does topic assignment method, either self-selected or teacher-selected,
influence the participants’ lexical variation in timed-writing?
2. How do participants perceive the importance of writing skills in relation to
other language skills?
3. Do participants view the timed-writing task as a worthwhile classroom
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Methods
Participants
Participants were 67 undergraduate students, 45 males and 22 females, from
two Japanese universities enrolled in compulsory English courses, which met once a
week for 90 minutes. Age and gender was not considered as a variable in the study,
but all participants were between the age of 18 and 21. Twenty four participants
were first year students in a small university (referred to in this paper as University
A) majoring in a medical-related field. The rest, 43, was made up of second and
third year economics majors at a larger university (referred to in this paper as
University B) enrolled in two sections of the same course. All participants were L1
speakers of Japanese with similar educational backgrounds, having studied English
for six years in junior and senior high school. In a student demographic survey, it
was determined that none of the participants had studied or lived abroad.
Participants majoring in economics self-reported TOEIC scores ranged from 260 to
595 with an average of 478 (about 75% had TOEIC scores over 400). The
remaining participants from University A reported STEP test scores ranging between
pre-2nd grade and 4th grade. According to the survey results publicly available from
Educational Testing Service, the average TOEIC score of STEP pre-2nd grade
holders was 392, and STEP-3rd grade holders was 365. The score for STEP 4th grade
holders was not available. Although these tests differ in nature, it can be said that
the participants in the present study covered a wide spectrum of English learners in
the early years of Japanese university education.
The three classes were split into two groups based on student number, Group 1
and 2. The groups were made to counterbalance any effect from treatment order. In
each session, one group had a teacher-selected topic while the other group had the
student-selected writing prompt, alternating in the following session. The topic
assignment can be seen in Table 1.
Table 1 Study Design
Session Group 1 Group 2
1 Teacher-selected topic: Life after graduation Self-selected topic
2 Self-selected topic Teacher-selected topic: Life after graduation
3 Teacher-selected topic: My favorite subject Self-selected topic
4 Self-selected topic Teacher-selected topic: My favorite subject
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Procedure
Participants were asked to partake in a 10-minute free-writing task in class.
Teachers instructed students to write as much as they can without paying attention
to mistakes. Participants at University A (n?24) performed the task in a computer
lab typing their writing samples into a class Moodle site. Two links were set up to
direct students to the topic prompt assigned to their group for that session. The
participants in University B (n?43) handwrote their samples in a regular classroom.
Handouts with the teacher-selected or student-selected writing prompt were given to
respective groups within a minute of the start of the timed-writing task in order to
control possible differences in planning time between the typed and handwritten
groups.
Before the first round of timed-writing data collection, participants had an
orientation session during which instructors gave explicit instructions for the timed-
writing task and explained to students that this activity can be beneficial to increase
writing fluency and speed in writing; therefore, all participants were aware that no
attention would be put on accuracy in their writing samples. Participants were then
given the chance to perform the timed-writing exercise so as to become familiar
with the task. For the orientation session, students wrote for 10 minutes about a
teacher-selected topic. They were not allowed to use dictionaries and instructors
refrained from assisting participants during the writing task. Participants who
handwrote their samples were asked to cross-out words on their sheet instead of
erasing them to observe how much editing students did during the timed-writing
task. However, since participants who typed their text could edit them by deleting
words, no crossed-out text in the handwritten samples was retained for the analysis.
In the first session, a consent form and a demographic survey including an
additional pre-questionnaire (Appendix A) were filled-out and signed by all
participants. Teachers reviewed instructions for the timed-writing task after which
participants performed the task under the same conditions as in the orientation
session. The same procedure was repeated for the three following sessions. In the
case of absences, absent students continued participating in the subsequent timed-
writing session, but their writing samples were taken out of the pool of data. In the
final timed-writing session, participants were asked to complete a post-questionnaire
with the same items as the pre-questionnaire and an additional section for students
to write comments and feedback about the timed-writing task.
Analysis
After the fourth session, the writing samples were processed for analysis.
Typed-written samples were copied from the Moodle site and pasted into a plain
text file. Handwritten samples were typed into a plain text file. All samples were
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corrected for spelling as long as misspelled words were recognizable by the
researchers. Each sample was also reviewed for inadmissible words. Commonly
used Japanese words, such as kimono or sushi, and proper names of people and
places were retained in the writing sample. Uncommon romanized Japanese words
(e.g. katana, takoyaki) and words written in hiragana, katakana (phonetic Japanese
writing systems) or kanji (Chinese characters) were deleted from the writing
samples.
A frequency count to determine the number of types and tokens in each sample
was performed by running all samples through the Range program (Heatley, Nation
& Coxhead, 2002). Samples were analyzed using the programs’ baseword lists
organized by word frequency. According to Range, contractions and words with
possessive “s” are counted as two tokens, and acronyms (without punctuation) were
counted as one token. As for types, lexical derivatives, such as “Japan” and
“Japanese”, were counted as two different types, and plurals were also counted
separately from the equivalent singular types. Morphological endings were also
counted as separate types. For example, in the following sentence, ‘Students studied
in the library after numerous hours of studying in the student lounge.’ there are 14
tokens and 12 types.
After writing samples were processed, a lexical variation score was calculated
for each sample using a type/token formula developed by Carroll (1967):
Lexical Variation? WT 
2 W
Where WT is the number of word types in the sample, and W is the number of
word tokens in the sample. This type/token ratio measures the number of word types
to the square root of two times the word tokens hence taking into consideration the
text length. With a simple type/token ratio (WT/W), the number of words is not a
factor in the overall lexical variation score. For example, a participant who wrote
100 words with 50 different word types will get the same score of 0.5 as a
participant who wrote 50 words with 25 different word types (50/100?25/50?0.5).
With Carroll’s type/token formula, the same participants would get a lexical
variation ratio of 3.54 and 2.5 respectively, thus giving a higher score to participants
with more written language production.
To supplement the main study, the means of the pre- and post-questionnaire
Likert scale items were calculated in order to see the general tendency of the
participants’ perception and attitude toward writing in English. The results of pre-
and post- questionnaires were then compared to see changes in attitude toward
writing in English before and after the in-class writing activity. Post-questionnaire
comments were translated into English and labeled into four categories according to
content; topic assignment, typing, opportunity, and awareness.
Catherine LEBLANC, Miho FUJIEDA???
Results
Lexical Variation
The mean scores for lexical variation under two conditions (self-selected topics
and teacher-selected topics) for each institutional group and the combined group are
summarized in Table 2. In both groups, the mean for self-selected topics was higher
than that for teacher-selected topics.
A paired-samples t test was conducted on the combined group to evaluate
whether the topic selection method had an influence on the lexical variation. The
results indicated that the mean lexical variation score for self-selected topics (M?
3.98, SD?.55) was significantly greater than the mean lexical variation score for
teacher-selected topics (M?3.79, SD?.54), t(66)?4.95, p?.0001. The standard
effect size index, d, was .60. The 95% confidence interval for the mean difference
between the two was .11 to .26. These results suggest that when students are free to
choose their own topics, they write more and use a wider range of words.
Perceived Importance of Writing Skills and Attitude toward Writing
The results of supplementary questionnaires are summarized below. Table 3 is
the result in response to the pre-questionnaire items which asked participants’
perceived importance of each language skill from 1 being “not important” to 4
“very important”. In both institutional groups, many participants responded that all
skills were “very important” or “important”. Among them, the perceived importance
for oral and aural skills, namely speaking and listening was greater than other skill
Table 2 Lexical Variation Score for Two Different Topic Selection Methods
Topic Selection
Method
University A (n?24) University B (n?43) Combined (n?67)
Teacher Self Teacher Self Teacher Self
M
SD
3.44
.49
3.64
.50
4.00
.46
4.17
.48
3.79
.54
3.98
.55
Table 3 Perceived Importance of Language Skills
Skill
University A (n?24) University B (n?43) Combined (n?67)
M SD M SD M SD
Speaking
Writing
Reading
Listening
Grammar
Vocabulary
3.62
3.12
3.38
3.63
2.71
3.42
.50
.61
.65
.58
.81
.65
3.70
2.91
3.14
3.74
2.60
3.35
.56
.78
.60
.49
.82
.78
3.67
2.99
3.22
3.70
2.64
3.37
.53
.73
.62
.52
.81
.74
Scale: 1 (not important) to 4 (very important)
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areas, while writing and grammar were relatively lower.
Table 4 shows the result of pre- and post-questionnaire items regarding the
attitude toward studying English and writing in English. The participants responded
to each statement with a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). Two
participants in University B did not respond to the post-questionnaire. Comparing
between the pre- and post-questionnaire results, the means for all writing-related
items (Items 2 to 6) were higher after experiencing the in-class writing activity in
both institutional groups even after four in-class writing sessions.
Discussion
There are several possible explanations for the increase in lexical variation in
writing with self-selected topics. As mentioned before, topic familiarity has a great
influence both on students’ cognitive load and general size of vocabulary related to
the topic (Laufer & Nation, 1995). Lee (1987) points out that ‘one writes best about
what one knows best’ (p. 181), which is a logical deduction. Furthermore, she
recalls Edelsky and Smith’s work in L1 writing and topic assignment who claim
that:
most assigned topics fail to motivate students to write effectively as they do
when they choose their own topics. Such writings are described as
“inauthentic” whereas writings on self-selected topics are “authentic” reflecting
various signs of caring such as neatness, careful illustrations and extensive
revisions (p. 183).
Although this may not be evidenced in a timed-writing task, future studies could
look at the influence of topic selection method on L2 learners’ effort in accuracy
and revision of text.
Another possible explanation for the increase in lexical variation is the class
Table 4 Attitude toward Studying English and Writing in English Before and After the Activity
Items
University A University B Combined
Pre
(n?24)
Post
(n?24)
Pre
(n?43)
Post
(n?41)
Pre
(n?67)
Post
(n?65)
1. I like studying English.
2. I like writing in English.
3. I am confident writing in English.
4. Sometimes I write in English outside of class.
5. I think I can write fast in English.
6. It is easier to write in English using a
computer than handwriting.
2.79
2.54
1.67
1.58
1.96
2.21
3.00
2.83
1.96
1.71
2.04
2.46
2.84
2.35
1.63
1.67
1.70
2.09
2.71
2.49
1.78
1.83
1.80
2.39
2.82
2.42
1.64
1.64
1.79
2.13
2.82
2.62
1.85
1.78
1.89
2.42
Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
Catherine LEBLANC, Miho FUJIEDA???
procedure. In University B, some participants who had the self-selected writing
prompts wrote similar topics during the timed-writing task even though participants
were not allowed to consult each other about topic-selection. The teacher noticed
that these topics were related to previous activities during class, which may have
served as a priming activity for the timed-writing task. These activities involved
quick one-minute brain mapping exercise in preparation for pair discussions as a
warm-up activity. Although there was no explicit link made between the speaking
and writing tasks, it is possible that the additional planning time helped participants
activate schema for their selected topics and recall vocabulary to facilitate writing.
Participants who received the teacher-selected topics did not have the opportunity to
retrieve lexical items related to the topic, and therefore more time was spent on such
online language processing during the writing task. This does not reflect results
found in Ong and Zhang (2010) where pre-tasks had no effect on lexical variation.
Therefore, future studies should investigate various task conditions paired with
teacher and student-selected topics.
Yet another explanation of the higher score for the self-selected topics is that
one of the teacher-selected topics, Life after Graduation, could have been a
challenging topic for University A students to elaborate. All participants from
University A are studying to be paramedics after graduation. They have a clear idea
about what their future work entails, but may not have the specialized vocabulary
necessary to describe it. This could have restricted the amount and variety of the
words in their writing.
The pre- and post-questionnaire results suggested the severe weakness of
English language curricula in the area of writing. In the pre-questionnaire, it was
revealed that oral and aural skills received higher perceived importance than
grammar and writing. It is possible to link this result with the emphasis on oral
communication skills, rather than aiming at balanced skills, in Japanese school
system. Many students claimed to have little writing experience in their past and
even in current English language curricula, which was illuminated by post-
questionnaire comments such as “As I have not had many opportunities to write in
English, it was a very good learning experience?student 38?.” Many students
expressed the need and desire to engage in more writing tasks in the classroom.
This realization may have come to light as students’ awareness of their own ability,
or lack thereof, was made obvious by partaking in this 10-minute timed writing
activity (e.g. “It made me realize that even if I want to write quickly, I could not
write smoothly if I don’t have enough vocabulary. However, I purely enjoyed the
time of this activity, and was looking forward to it every week.?student 36?”), thus
increasing students’ motivation to improve their productive language skills.
Finally, since the purpose of the study was not to compare the two institutional
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groups, the difference between handwriting and typing on a keyboard was not
investigated in this study. However, from the students’ comments (e.g. “I thought
writing in English with a computer and handwriting were different. I thought it was
easier for me to come up with words in handwriting.?student 13??, it is obvious
that the writing method had a certain influence on the students’ writing behavior, so
this aspect of writing should be studied more in detail.
Limitations
There are a few limitations to interpretation of data in this study. First, the
present study had only four sessions as opposed to eight in Bonzo’s (2008) study.
The fact that only two teacher-selected topics were used in the study may have
limited the lexical variation of the students’ writing. Longer treatment period is
desirable to measure the development of writing skills.
Second, only the numbers of types and tokens are considered as indicators of
lexical variety; however, other factors such as word families and frequency of these
may have further informed researchers about the students’ vocabulary size and
productive vocabulary. For example, the sample text could be analyzed by using
Laufer and Nation’s Lexical Frequency Profile (LFP) (1995), which is a percentage
of words a learner uses at different vocabulary frequency. The LFP could help
distinguish both the variety and richness of lexical items available to learners.
A drawback from using the Range program is that it does not distinguish
homonyms. However, in Laufer and Nation’s study (1995) using an earlier version
of the Range program, the effect of undistinguishable homonyms was found to be
minimal. Future studies should control for such details.
Third, the present study’s questionnaires only served a supplementary role to
get an insight about how students perceive writing in English. In order to investigate
the attitudinal aspect toward writing, more precise instruments should be developed.
Conclusion
This paper examined effects of topic selection method on the writing of
university-level Japanese EFL learners. Results from the statistical analysis showed
that topics selected by the learners had a positive effect by increasing lexical
variation in the text samples collected in a ten-minute timed-writing task. Topic
autonomy can therefore help learners explore the range of their vocabulary size in
producing language, which may otherwise not be utilized in teacher-selected writing
tasks. However, due to limitations in this study, further investigation with improved
variable control could help teachers and researchers better understand topic
assignment and its effect on learners’ written production of language.
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In addition to positive effects of student-selected topics, participants expressed
satisfaction with the timed-writing activity in the post-questionnaire explaining that
they believed it can help with future writing. Many students also voiced a desire to
continue timed-writing activities in future classes. Moreover, many students
commented on gaining a better understanding of their own ability, or lack thereof,
to write and generate ideas. This increased awareness can help both students and
teachers improve practices in language learning.
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